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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper discusses four primary issues 
associated with double degrees, and 
considers ways in which new technologies 
may help in addressing those issues. The 
four issues are (1) in a double degree, each of 
the two degrees is “shortened”, which raises 
questions relating to the sufficiency of 
“coverage” of required material; (2) 
students can find it difficult to know where 
to turn for help; (3) the two programs tend 
to be not well integrated, and (4) it can be 
more difficult for double degree students to 
participate in peer networks. Some double 
degree programs are “international”, and 
these are particularly problematic, especially 
in programs where lecturers from one 
institution visit the other for brief periods 
(typically week-ends) to deliver lectures 
before returning to their home country. To 
some extent many courses are already 
trending towards on-line delivery modes, 
and this in itself may help double degree 
students. Even so, there may be potential to 
provide additional resources to enabling 
additional e-Learning capacity to certain 
subjects if those subjects are identified as 
causing specific bottlenecks for double 
degree students. It is concluded that even 
though double degrees present serious 
educational challenges, if reasonable effort is 
expended in a few well-targeted areas, new 
technologies may play a significant role in 
improving the educational outcomes for 
students of double degrees. 
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1) INTRODUCTION 
 
Double degrees are different things in different 
universities. In this paper, “double degree” 
refers to a particular type of cross disciplinary 
educational program model where students 
complete two degrees, undergraduate or 
postgraduate, either consecutively or 
simultaneously, through two faculties or 
disciplines of one or two institutions. 
 
Examples of Thailand-Australia international 
double degree programs include: 
 
• The double degree in Aerospace 
Engineering and Business Administration 
from Kasetsart University and Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) 
 
• The Marketing and Management Double 
Degree Program from the College of 
Management, Mahidol University (CMMU) 
and University of Technology, Sydney 
 
Double degrees which combine engineering 
and science have a long history in Australia, 
and the combination is thought to build 
capacity for highly demanding technical and 
research oriented engineering (King, 2008). 
Double degrees that combine engineering with 
arts, business, commerce and management 
were introduced from the early 1990s, and have 
proven particularly attractive to women – these 
degrees are presumed to provide students and 
graduates with broader study and career 
options. 
 
For disciplines such as science and engineering, 
there is a perception that double degree 
programs retain students who might otherwise 
have solely undertaken studies in business or 
management. 
 
In Australia, it seems that about 15% of 
engineering students are taking double degrees. 
The majority of these are combining 
engineering with business, commerce or 
management. At UTS, the Faculty of 
Engineering is responsible for 448 double 
degree students, of which 263 are enrolled in a 
Bachelor of Engineering Bachelor of Business 
double degree (BE-BBus). The Faculty of 
Engineering provides primary academic 
support for the overall BE-BBus program, 
whereas the Faculty of Business provides 
support re issues that specifically relate only to 
Business subjects. 
 
2) ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH DOUBLE 
DEGREES 
 
Four issues associated with double degrees 
have been identified by a recent pilot survey of 
UTS engineering double degree students 
together with a review of the literature. 
The four issues are: 
 
1. Each of the two degrees is “shortened” 
2. Where do students go for help? 
3. Are the two programs well integrated? 
4. Peer networks 
 
Each of these issues is discussed in more detail 
in the following sections. The potential for 
e-Learning tools to address each of these issues 
is considered in Section 3. 
 
2.1) Each of the two degrees is “shortened” 
 
A student would ordinarily require 7 years to 
complete a BE and a BBus. When the two are 
combined as a double degree, this can be 
reduced to 5 years.  
 
Another way of viewing the issue is to look at 
the total number of hours studied. At UTS, 
students typically study 4 subjects at a time. 
Each subject nominally ‘expects’ 9-12 hours of 
study per week. (Thus a typical full time 
student has a total nominal load of about 40 
hours per week.) In the case of the BE-BBus, 
the total nominal hours studied might look as 
follows: 
 
BE: 4032 hours (4 yrs) 
BBus: 3024 hours (3 yrs) 
The two as separate degrees: 7056 hours (7 yrs) 
BE-Bus double degree: 5040 hours (5 yrs) 
 
What happens to the other 2 years? The answer 
relies in part on recognition of prior learning.  
 
To explain, when a student enrolls in a degree, 
exemptions from certain subjects may be 
granted if the student has already undertaken 
prior tertiary studies. An engineering student 
who already has a business degree might be 
exempted from 2-6 subjects, which would 
typically include an introductory mathematics 
subject, an introductory physics subject and up 
to 4 elective subjects.  
 
When a student undertakes a double degree, the 
prior learning that occurs in the each degree 
permits exemptions in the other degree – each 
degree recognises the prior learning of the 
other.  
 
This raises a question of whether the double 
degree has sufficient coverage. An engineering 
graduate of the BE-BBus has studied less 
engineering subjects than a graduate of a single 
BE. Has the double degree graduate studied 
“enough engineering”? 
 
It might be argued that a double degree does 
not need to be twice as long as two single 
degrees, in the same way that a two bedroom 
house does not need to be twice as large as a 
one bedroom house. Certain aspects of the two 
curricula, for example, introductory finance and 
management, would be repeated if the two 
degrees were taken separately. Notwithstanding, 
a counter argument might point out that double 
degree students are permitted a greater number 
of exemptions than would ordinarily be granted 
if undertaking the degrees consecutively. 
 
A common misconception is that double degree 
students undertake more subjects at any given 
moment than single degrees students. The 
reality is that a full time student carries a 
nominal load of about 1000 hours per year, 
regardless of whether they are enrolled in a 
single or double degree 
 
2.2) Where do students go for help? 
 
Students of double degrees can find it difficult 
to know where to go for help. For example, if a 
student wishes to seek information or alter her 
study plan, and if she is undertaking an MBA 
based in Melbourne and a BE based in 
Bangkok, the question arises as to which 
administration office or lecturer or program 
head or university does she communicate with. 
 
This issue is highlighted in prior research. For 
example, in a study at another university, a 
double degree student said “I would not 
recommend my double degree to anyone as it 
stands—it was too difficult to find help when I 
needed it.” (Russell, Dolnicar & Ayoub, 2008, 
p. 585). 
 
It is necessary for universities to find the right 
balance when allocating resources to programs, 
and the costs associated with developing and 
maintaining new technologies can be relatively 
high. However, students are more likely to 
succeed in settings that provide readily 
available academic support – this is borne out 
by prior research such as that of Tinto (2003). 
 
Finding a good balance can be a particular 
challenge for international double degrees, 
especially for programs where lecturers from 
one institution visit the other for brief periods 
(typically week-ends) to deliver lectures before 
returning to their home country. Students can 
find it difficult to access lecturers at the best of 
times, let alone when they are in different 
countries. Designating roles for local or 
“home” academic and administrative support is 
one measure in mitigating this issue. (“Home” 
takes on different meanings depending on 
whether the context is something such as 
“home university” in the case of international 
double degrees, or “home faculty” in the case 
of inter-faculty double degrees.) More 
importantly, email, on-line learning tools, wikis 
and blogs may play a major role in facilitating 
communication in such situations.  
 
2.3) Are the two programs well integrated? 
 
Double degrees are commonly associated with 
highly specialised ‘niche areas’. Two examples 
are science-law and engineering-management. 
Such integrated niches are thought to be valued 
by employers. Students and employers might 
understandably assume double degree curricula 
in such niche areas would include coverage at 
the interface of the two degrees.  
 
For example, it might be expected that a course 
such as BEngBMedSci would enable graduate 
attributes in the area of biomedical engineering. 
However, in reality, the course may simply 
include ‘standard’ engineering alongside 
‘standard’ medical science. Thus it is proposed 
that double degree curriculum development/ 
and renewal processes, particularly in relation 
to the interfaces of disciplines, may be below 
expectations. 
 
In most cases, a double degree program is 
essentially a selection of subjects drawn from 
two different faculties, without many (if any) 
additional resources allocated specifically for 
double degrees. According to Welsman (2007), 
double degrees are “not interdisciplinary and 
barely integrated” and “students are challenged 
to progress two separate courses almost in spite 
of the system” (p. 149). 
 
A 1996 review by The Institution of Engineers 
Australia, known as Changing the Culture, 
encouraged schools of engineering to develop 
curricula that would enable graduates to work 
across disciplines. Twelve years later, the 2008 
ACED review expresses the view that with 
respect to work across the disciplines, there has 
only been a limited degree of progress (King, 
2008, p. 81). The review finds “the 
undergraduate programs in the two disciplines 
have tended to remain completely separate” 
(King, 2008, p. 81), and that although 
engineering practice regularly takes place in 
business environments, apart from some 
coverage re introductory management, there 
appear to be few curriculum links with 
management schools. The review also finds 
that there are not many opportunities for 
students of engineering-management double 
degrees to undertake projects that explicitly 
take advantage of the combined disciplinary 
coverage. 
 
2.4) Peer networks 
 
It seems that students of double degrees may 
also face disproportionate challenges with 
respect to forming peer networks and becoming 
part of a lifelong learning community. An 
arts-commence student highlights this issue as 
follows: 
 
Students undertaking single degrees move at 
almost double the speed, friends move on in all 
faculties and you are left in fourth year with new 
second-years etc. You make new friends, but it is 
hard to make close friends and achieve continuity 
(Russell, Dolnicar & Ayoub, 2008). 
 
Tinto (2003) suggests “students are more likely 
to persist and graduate in settings that provide 
academic, social and personal support”, and 
that such supports need to be readily available 
and connected with the student university 
experience. 
 
3) THE POTENTIAL FOR NEW 
TECHNOLOGIES TO ADDRESS 
THESE ISSUES 
 
The previous section discusses some of the 
challenges faced by double degree programs. 
 
Table 2. Potential roles for new technologies in supporting double degrees 
Issue Potential roles for new technologies Effort 
Required 
Impact 
1. Each of 
the two 
degrees is 
shortened 
Timetables and programs are usually organised in way that allows single 
degree students to undertake their studies with a minimum of clashes – this is 
much less the case for double degree programs. However, new technologies 
may help to alleviate the effect of this. For example, podcasts of lectures and 
asynchronous learning modes enable students to learn at times when it suits 
them rather than at timetabled times. To some extent many subjects are 
already trending towards on-line delivery modes, and this in itself may help 
double degree students. Even so, there may be potential to provide additional 
resources to enabling additional e-Learning capacity to certain subjects if 
those subjects are identified as causing specific bottlenecks for double degree 
students. 
medium 
to high? 
medium 
to high? 
2. Where do 
students go 
for help? 
A webpage with specific information for students of double degrees may 
include links to resources such as relevant information and contact details of 
relevant academic and administrative staff. In addition, double degree students 
may be particularly receptive to regular and timely information emails 
specifically tailored to the particular needs and issues of double degree 
students 
low to 
medium? 
medium 
to high? 
3. Are the 
two 
programs 
well 
integrated? 
Expertise in mapping and tracking generic and graduate skills is being 
developed at many institutions. This expertise requires aligning the skills with 
the institution’s mission and integrating the skills into curricula as 
demonstrable outcomes. The extent to which the skills are achieved requires 
concerted measurement (Stevens, 2005). Program developers of double 
degrees may be particularly assisted by new technologies/software that is 
specifically designed to allow graduate attribute tracking – especially in 
situations where the two degrees are situated in different countries. 
medium 
to high? 
medium 
to high? 
4. Peer 
networks 
Students of double degrees tend to progress through their courses at a slower 
rate than their single-degree peers, and can face challenges in forming new 
friendships etc throughout their studies. The effects of this issue may be 
mitigated to some extent by electronic forums or other web-based peer 
networking approaches that could allow double degree students to 
communicate with each other and pool experiences and knowledge. 
low to 
medium? 
low to 
medium? 
 
Table 2 shows some considerations relating to 
how new technologies might best be applied to 
addressing the above issues. 
 
Given that substantial resources may already 
have been expended in developing each “single 
degree”, it is understandable that universities 
may tend to see limited value in expending 
further resources to simply combine the 
programs. However, considering the issues 
faced by students of double degrees, along with 
the popularity of double degrees with students, 
universities may find it fruitful to build on 
existing e-Learning infrastructure, perhaps 
making comparatively small additions or 
alterations specially targeted at addressing 
double degree challenges. 
 
4) CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Each of the four issues discussed here presents 
significant challenges for the development and 
provision of double degrees. When taken 
together, the challenges are serious, and raise 
major questions about the quality of double 
degree programs. However, if reasonable effort 
is expended in a few well targeted areas, it 
seems that new technologies may play a 
significant role in improving the educational 
outcomes for students of double degrees. 
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